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Lawson: Luciano de Herrera, Spanish Spy in British St. Augustine

LUCIANO DE HERRERA, SPANISH SPY IN
BRITISH ST. AUGUSTINE
by K ATHERINE S . L AWSON

When Governor Melchor Feliu closed the extensive and complicated operation of evacuating
Spanish residents from St. Augustine on February
5, 1764, he reported that in order to provide for
looking after certain properties of the king, and
to dispose of many horses running in the woods,
he had left seven soldiers and an interpreter there.
One of these was a militiaman, Luciano de Herrera, 1
whose family had long been resident in the colony.
In the case of Herrera there was evidently another purpose than the ostensible one, as is revealed
in his correspondence with “your Excellency” of
Havana during the succeeding years, copies of
which are now in the library of the St. Augustine
Historical Society. Evidence of Herrera’s standing is a letter he wrote in 1771 asking for introductions to persons in Spain who would be of assistance
when he should arrive in Cadiz with Jesse Fish
and John Gordon who would petition the king to
validate purchases they had made of St. Augustine
properties, Governor Grant having refused to recognize such sales.
Translations of portions of the correspondence
mentioned follow :
Havana 3rd October 1776To Don Luciano de Herrera.
My Dear Sir :-With the motive, from having seen
some letters of the 16th and 30th of last July to
1. The others were : Mounted dragoons Antonio de Leon, Sebastian
Espinosa and Manuel Solano; infantrymen Francisco Canto
and Pablo de Aguilar ; and militiaman Francisco Salgado. The
interpreter was Josef de Almo.
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this Lord Bishop communicating news of the occurrences in those Colonies, I have resolved to pray
that you will inform me of whatever news has occurred since then.
The love which you have shown to your nation in
those Letters and the security you can have in
pleasing me make me expect that you will reply
with entire fidelity, and the necessary caution to
this confidence.
The points on which we have the greatest curiosity and which we most desire to know are; how
many embarkations and of what weight more or
less does England maintain in these seas, and in
what destinations are they found; how many troops
have they disembarked and in what places are they
stationed.
Likewise we will be interested in news of the
clashes and encounters which the European troops
have with the Americans and the advantages which
each party derives from them, as well as the enterprises they propose. But what will be principally
longed for is an indication of the present stopping
place of a Merchant Parquet Boat that went out
from this port the 4th of May last; they call her
the Santa Barbara, and her captain Don Rafael
Gonzales; her destination was to buy flour and
negroes for the General Contract and should for
this end be going to the Island of Dominica but we
have some vague notices that having experienced
bad weather in the navigation she arrived at one
of those Colonies and it is believed with some certainty that it was Philadelphia.
In this Pacquet Boat Don Miguel Eduardo makes
the voyage charged by the Asiento to conduct the
negotiations of Flour and negroes.
I request you then to procure the knowledge
cleverly if the referred to Pacquet Boat is in Phila-
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delphia, or at least if Don Miguel Eduardo is to be
found in that city, because his family here are very
anxious and I charge you that this investigation be
made with all ardor and diligence but without occasioning the least suspicion. If it becomes necessary for you to send some person of confidence to
Philadelphia for this investigation you may do it
with knowledge that with notice of the expense incurred I will reimburse you promptly and even reward you if the result may be favorable.
It may be, by the hand of the person you send to
Philadelphia or by some other conveyance that you
judge safe, you will be able to send as soon as possible to that City the enclosed letter and arrange
that the reply be returned, with the understanding
that it will go open as you find it as it does not
contain anything more than a question if the location of the Pacquet Boat and of Don Eduardo is
known.
The Master, Miguel Josef Chapuz, with pretext
of going fishing will go out of this port and enter
that, to put this letter in your hands and by the
same I will hope for reply with all the news you
wish to communicate to me and also the advice if
I will be able to send the same Master or another,
and at what time, more or less, that the results of
the errands you will perform may come to the conclusion of locating the Pacquet Boat Santa Barbara
referred to.
If you should succeed in understanding that the
Arms of England now employed in those Colonies
intend any enterprise against the Dominions of Our
Sovereign, I do not doubt that your loyalty will
oblige you to make the greatest efforts to communicate the advice to me with all possible precaution by whatever means for I promise you that
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this esteemed service will not remain without
recompense.
You cannot fail to know the confidence and
secrecy which my correspondence requires. The
safest way is to burn letters of the nature of this
after they have been read, yourself remaining in
necessary cases with some reminding words quickly
written so that in any event they cannot give room
for suspicion.
If you receive reliable news of Don Miguel
Eduardo or should receive a reply to the letter enclosed which goes to Willing, Morris and Company
and there is delay in any boat of ours arriving there,
I will esteem it if, it being possible, you will despatch
an English boat with whatever other pretext to this
Port with the understanding that I will have paid
here what you may stipulate for the voyage. May
God guard you &c.
(unsigned)
Havana, 6 of October, 1776-To Don Luciano de Herrera.
My Dear Sir:-As a sign of how I have esteemed
the news you have communicated to the Lord
Bishop and to reward those you will be pleased to
send me in the future, I am sending you by the
Patron Josef Chapuz a Barrel of Malaga Wine, two
earthen jugs of oil, three Jars of Sweets of “Limonsillos,’’ three boxes of Guava and six sombreros of
palm leaf which I have been told are esteemed in
that country.
You will receive this friendly gift as a proof of
my affection and believe that I will serve you with
pleasure in anything which may offer. God guard
you.
(unsigned)
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In the Archivo General de Indias at Seville
(Papeles de Cuba, legado 1227) there are numerous
dated items of information regarding British ships,
troops, their locations and numbers, clashes between
Colonials and British, arrival of French ships with
aid for the Americans, the battles of White Plains,
Staten Island, New York City, Long Island; and
a quantity of other information that must have
supplied all the news “His Excellency” needed
concerning the conflict along the Atlantic coast and
the possibility of attacks on St. Augustine and the
Musquito river section. Plainly Herrera wasn’t
restrained in his movements and correspondence
because of his Spanish origin, and he proved a
perfect news source for the Spanish governor. But
it was not until March 21, 1777, that Herrera writes:
Most Excellent Sir: At this time I have just been
informed by a man who comes from Bermuda who
says that he was one of the mariners of the Pacquet
Boat Santa Barbara; that in the month of June in
front of the Bar of Philadelphia they were taken by
an English frigate which took all the money from
them that they had and afterward ordered them to
Virginia where they were about two months and
after that they were ordered to Bermuda where he
left the said Pacquet Boat, which was ready to go
out the beginning of September for Guarico, that
Senor Don Miguel Eduardo and her captain remain in good health from which I hope Your Excellency will have had the pleasure to see them in
that city.
There are here several French and Italians who
speak English and also Spanish, one of them has
said that a Spaniard had informed him that the
Schooner Espanola had come only to know the
news and that for the voyage it had insurance of
200 pesos.
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I feel that the English have suspicion of me, for
which I pray Your Excellency will charge the greatest care in talking if you should arrange to send
any Spaniard here.
It is certain that I have in this city a father who
in the service of His Majesty spent all his youth
in this presidio and as he can no longer work I
pray your clemency and that it will be decided to
send him something that he may not lack a piece of
bread and for which charity I will always give
thanks to Your Excellency.
The poor people of Mosquitos pass through many
necessities, even nakedness occasioned because the
Patron [Turnbull] went to London eleven months
ago and has not returned or ordered clothing, and
I am of the opinion that the Americans have taken it.
In the interim I remain with all respect anxious
for occasions to arrive in which I can prove my
obedience to the service of Your Excellency whose
life may our Lord guard for many and happy years.
St. Augustine, March 21, 1777 - I kiss the hand of
Your Excellency and with all respect I am your
most obedient and most humble servant.
Luciano de Herrera [rubric].
Most excellent Sir :
The 13th of December last the Master Chapuz
(the bearer of this) put in my hands the very great
favors of Your Excellency which immediately as
soon as they were read I committed to the fire. This
place at the time was very much in revolt for the
disunion there was between the citizens and some
Royalists, and nothing could be followed with certainty regarding news of the North with which communication was cut for many days. For this reason
I did not succeed in writing to a friend on board a
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Ship of War who with date of 20th of January tells
me that he had heard that a Ship of 28 guns at the
beginning of June had detained a Spanish Pacquet
Boat named Santa Barbara in front of Philadelphia
and that the ship had taken the silver they had on
board that he did not know if it was returned ; that
which I have for travelling to Philadelphia remains
in my possession until a second order from Your
Excellency.
All the news I am able to gather I remit to Your
Excellency and I will not fail in anything to be
loyal to my Sovereign, giving to Your Excellency
the most merited thanks for the honor you have
deigned to do me and in recognition of my obedience
I pray that Your Excellency will be pleased to accept the bagatelles which are enclosed with the attached memorandum.
Herrera suggests further, that in case England
is going to war on Spain he may be able to get to
the Ais river in a canoe where he would probably
find some boat to take the message to the governor.
He also asks if it will be convenient to send a fishing boat from time to time to the Mosquito to bring
such news.
The freedom of movement Herrera enjoyed is
shown by the records of the Turnbull New Smyrna
colony’s baptisms kept by Father Pedro Camps,
priest at the colony, in many of which Luciano de
Herrera stands as god-parent, the baptized one always bearing an English name.
With the entries concerning the possibility of
England’s warring on Spain this espionage correspondence ends, so far as it has been located.
Herrera lived until 1789. He saw the return of
the Spaniards and apparently became a leading
citizen of St. Augustine.
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